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Books
Review Essay
Bringing the Middle Ages into the World History Survey
Course: Some Suggestions
Tiffany A. Trimmer
Bowling Green State University
Too often World Historians neglect coverage of the European Middle Ages, and

medieval history courses tend to lose sight of the ways in which medieval Europe
played a part in the wider world to which it belonged. Part of this results from
the artificial pre/post 1500 CE split that dominates the organization of the typical
world history survey, and part from the reluctance of World Historians to realize
the potential of a global history approach to the era before the age of exploration
and colonization. The works included in this essay attempt to rectify the absence
of earlier European historical content within the context of the “known world” of
the eleventh through fifteenth centuries.

“World Historians”—scholars who focus on long-distance and
long-term connections that transcend national, regional, or imperial
boundaries—have shied away from teaching about the European
Middle Ages for two reasons. The first, a practical consideration,
involves the dominant periodization of the undergraduate world
history survey course that divides human existence into two lopsided,
chronological halves encompassing pre- and post- 1500 CE. All
too often the history of the Middle Ages becomes the hurried last
lectures of a pre-1500 survey, or the cursory background lecture
given at the start of a post-1500 course.
The second reason for their hesitancy involves the predominant
historical narrative of the world history specialists: the increasing
degree of global interconnectedness emerging as a consequence of
long-distance historical processes such as imperialism, migration,
or long-distance trade.1 The perception that the Early Modern
1 Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge:
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Era (and the Iberian role in linking the Americas to the Old World
of Eurasia and Africa) is the most relevant place to begin such a
narrative likewise results in the Middle Ages being cast as a prelude
rather than another part of a focus upon global interconnectedness.
.2 Some World History scholars and teachers persist in thinking
that the medieval era is not fully relevant to a World History focus
because of the belief that one cannot have “World History” until the
whole globe is in contact, including the Americas. Medieval history
gets shortchanged because it is usually seen only as the build up
to European expansionism—especially in the way a survey course
typically is set up. In short, it is only when Europe goes exploring
that real world history can begin.
It has been nearly twenty years since Janet Abu-Lughod
convincingly demonstrated how economic and cultural exchanges
linked Europe, the Middle East, and Asia throughout the midthirteenth and fourteenth centuries.3 Yet, the medieval era continues
to play little more than a background role in the world history
survey course. This is somewhat surprising given the wealth of
long-distance migrations, trade diasporas, religious pilgrimages, and
imperial conquests taking place throughout the Middle Ages which
promoted the types of cross-cultural encounters and exchanges that
are of priority to those who consider themselves World Historians.
From the Crusades to the Black Death, from the Pax Mongolia
to the creation of the Catalan Atlas, the Middle Ages offer many
historical reminders that the “Known World” of Eurasia and Africa
Cambridge University Press, 1984); Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second Millennium (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002);
Patrick Manning, Migration in World History (New York: Routledge, 2005).
2 Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984); Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second Millennium (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002);
Patrick Manning, Migration in World History (New York: Routledge, 2005).
3 Janet Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony: The World System
A.D. 1250-1350 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989).
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was held together by the same types of interactions and exchanges
which World Historians frequently emphasize in their lectures about
post-1500 CE world history.
Given these potential complementarities, perhaps scholars
who specialize in medieval and world history should become more
familiar with one another’s historiographical approaches and source
materials.4 From the vantage point of the world history survey
course this essay offers some suggestions for integrating the history
of the Middle Ages into broader world historical narratives suitable
for undergraduate students and their teachers. It proceeds in two
phases. First, I examine ways that two college-level world history
textbooks incorporate the Middle Ages into their broader, globalized
narratives. Second, I propose three long-distance processes—
migration, trade, and imperial diplomacy —as starting points for
framing the European Middle Ages in a world history perspective.
Contact, Crisis, Conflict: The Middle Ages in World History
Textbooks

Two interrelated narrative themes predominate in global-focused,

history textbook coverage of the Middle Ages: (1) human and
biological invasions threatened the stability of societies throughout
the Mediterranean basin and Asia, and (2) analysis of the causes
and consequences of these invasions helps us better understand
the economic, political, and cultural relationships which sustained
contact between parts of the known world. In these textbooks, that
world is most often organized into political and cultural blocs: the
Delhi Sultanate, the Empire of Mali, the Khanates of the Mongols,
Christian Europe, the Islamic Caliphate. These categories reflect the
historical reality of the era, yet they also serve as reminders of the
various cultural frontiers (Islamic vs. Christian; Nomadic vs. Settled
Societies) which had to be negotiated as pilgrims, adventurers,
4 For a similar argument about the potential for medieval and world
history to inform each other see John J. Curry, “Some Thoughts on the Greater
Integration of Islamic Sources into the Wider Framework of Medieval History,”
Quidditas 28 (2007), 160.
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soldiers, merchants or diplomats traveled across Eurasia and Africa
in the eleventh through fifteenth centuries.
Paying closer attention to the various cultural and political
“worlds” which overlapped and intersected in the Middle Ages helps
instructors and students alike better understand how the various parts
of the known world fit together, or as one of the textbooks discussed
below describes it, how these regions participated in the making of
the world as we understand it in the present-day.5
For this essay, I examine two college-level world history
survey textbooks: Robert Tignor et al., Worlds Together, Worlds Apart:
A History of the World and Felipe Fernández-Armesto, The World: A
History. The primary selection criterion was their narrative scope.
These two texts explicitly strive to maintain a global perspective
throughout each of their chronologically- or thematically-organized
chapters. Tignor and his coauthors, for example explain in their
“Preface” that “world history is global history.” Fernández-Armesto
likewise insists “the whole world stays in view in almost every
chapter,” of his textbook, which allows readers to “compare and
connect what was happening in every region and every continent in
every period.”6 While the two texts share a global focus and cover
much of the same material—the Crusades, the Mongols, the Black
Death—their tones and pedagogical strategies differ significantly.
Chapters in Worlds Together, Worlds Apart proceed region by
region, or topic by topic, and work towards an integrated global
narrative of the chronological time period under examination. The
goal of this strategy, the authors explain, is to “help students and
instructors make sense of the vast, complex, and rapidly evolving
field” of world history. By contrast, The World: A History is the
5 Robert Tignor et al., Worlds Together, Worlds Apart: A History of the
World, Volume Two, 2nd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008), p.418. Chapters 10
and 11 cover the Medieval Era.
6 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, xxix; Felipe Fernández-Armesto, “Letter to the Reader,” in The World: A History. Volume Two. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2007), xxv.
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provocateur’s world history textbook. Armesto warns his readers
that he intends to “wield facts not just for their own sake but also to
make my readers—and myself— think.”7
Where do the events of Middle Ages fit into these global
narratives? And, which comparisons and connections do these
authors actually emphasize in their narratives? In Worlds Together,
Worlds Apart the Middle Ages are the subject of a two-part
analysis (Chapters 10 and 11). The first chapter, “Becoming ‘The
World,’ 1000-1300 CE” offers teachers and students background
information on seven geographical regions: Sub-Saharan Africa, the
Americas, the Islamic World, South Asia, East Asia, Southeast Asia,
and Christian Europe. By focusing on long-distance trade, imperial
conquest and expansion, and the migration of people and religions
(Islam, Christianity), the chapter aims to dispel the “common view
that the world moved in slow motion before 1500.”8 Thus coverage
includes the commercial “hubs” of the Silk Roads and the Indian
Ocean, the military and cultural consequences of the migration of
Crusaders and Mongols, and the creation of empires such as those
of Mali and the Delhi Sultanate.
Beyond regional background context, however, the chapter
also asks readers to consider what it terms the “paradoxical result”
of the Middle Ages. Although the eleventh through fourteenth
centuries were an era of expanded commercial and cultural contacts,
such interactions did not lead to a more unified or syncretic world.
By contrast, the authors argue that, “contact and exchange reinforced
the sense of difference across cultures and created a feeling of
apartness, of living within bounded cultural worlds which would
soon come to be called ‘Europe,’ or ‘China,’ or ‘India’.”9 The
consequences of this reinforced difference and separation—the
7 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, xxix; Fernández-Armesto, The
World, xxv.
8 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 418.
9 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 418.
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centralization of state power and increased military conflict among
states—is detailed in the second chapter “Crisis and Recovery in
Afro-Eurasia, 1300s-1500s,” where the central focus is the creation
of the Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal and Ming Empires, along with
the attempts of the Spanish, English, and French monarchies to
consolidate state power (while coping with political turmoil such as
the Jacquerie Revolt and the Hundred Years’ War).
Taken together as a world historical narrative of the Middle
Ages, these chapters tell a story of increasing long-distance contact
culminating in the Pax Mongolia, undone by the consequences of
the Black Death and the fragmentation of Mongol Rule, and the
subsequent regional attempts at power consolidation in China,
the Middle East, and Europe from the later fourteenth century
onward. Thus Worlds Together, Worlds Apart illustrates how the
increased interactions of the medieval era had both positive (cultural
exchanges of the Pax Mongolia) and negative consequences (the
Black Death).
The pair of chapters suits students of world history aiming
towards a better understand the Middle Ages, as well as students of
the Middle Ages aiming towards a better understanding of the goals
of world history. For world history students trying to expand their
knowledge of the Middle Ages, the “Becoming the World Chapter”
(10) includes strategic summaries of some of the major culturalpolitical formations one would need to be familiar with in order
to assess the relationship between the broader regional, or global,
historical trends and their local manifestations in particular parts of
the known world. These sections—“What was Islam?” “What was
India?” and “What was Christian Europe?”—offer concise, easy to
follow narratives of the way in which religion, geographic proximity,
and political power shaped individuals’ regional identities in an
era before the modern nation state.10 One unfortunate omission:
there are no corresponding sections like “What were the Mongol
Khanates?” “What was China?” or “What was the Indian Ocean?”
Nonetheless, these chapter sections serve two important functions
10 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 433-434, 436-437, 450-454.
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in a world history survey course. First, they lay the foundation
for possible comparisons between parts of the medieval world,
for example between the political-cultural formations of Christian
Europe and the Dar al-Islam (the parts of Eurasia, Africa and the
Indian Ocean inhabited by Muslims), or between the trade hubs of the
Mediterranean and Indian Ocean basins. Second, they ease students
into the required world historical skill of being able to explain how
particular parts of the world fit into larger, trans-regional patterns
of trade, migration, diplomacy, or warfare (as in the case of the
Crusades and Mongol empire-making).
This second benefit of Worlds Together, Worlds Apart’s
coverage of the medieval era —giving readers the tools to place
regional information into trans-regional or world-wide narratives —
is similarly useful for the student of medieval history attempting to
understand world history. Reading about Christian Europe as one
of seven geographical regions linked to a common set of political,
demographic, economic and cultural challenges encourages critical
reflection about where European events parallel or diverge from
world-wide historical trends. In addition, Worlds Together, Worlds
Apart offers a narrative that casts the medieval era as a period
of transition, and of contradictions and paradoxes. The eleventh
through fifteenth centuries are characterized as the time period during
which Africa and Eurasia laid the foundation for both the patterns
of interaction and the political, economic, and cultural rivalries that
continue to shape their sense of distinctiveness in the present-day.
Felipe Fernández-Armesto’s The World: A History contains
four chapters on the Middle Ages (11-14). The overarching narrative
involves a global process of integration and crisis that unfolds in
three phases between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries. The first
phase (ca 1000 – 1200 CE) involves regions of the world either
“contending with isolation” from each other, or empires coping with
increasing invasions from nomadic peoples. The second phase (ca
1200s CE) examines the “world that the Mongols made” via their
imperial conquests and the resulting cross-cultural interactions. The
third phase (ca 1300s-late 1400s CE) explores regional responses to
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the twin crises of the Black Death and the Little Ice Age. Thus The
World: A History offers a historical narrative of the Middle Ages
broadly comparable to that found in Worlds Together, Worlds Apart:
political, economic, and cultural interactions between the parts of the
known world were deemed necessary for expansion, but the negative
consequences of such interactions were not entirely foreseeable.
As this narrative of the Middle Ages begins, FernándezArmesto offers a view of the early medieval world where societies in
the Americas, Indian Ocean, Japan, and Western Europe attempted
to overcome geographical, political or economic barriers preventing
their regional expansion (Chapter 11) while the Byzantine Empire,
Tang and Song Dynasties, and Islamic Caliphates all attempted
to check the expansion of nomadic groups which threatened to
undermine their authority (Chapter 12). Along with offering
medievalists a thought-provoking interpretation of the contradictory
trends of expansion and moves to limit expansion in this era,
Fernández-Armesto’s text leaves those interested in European
medieval history with two arguments for consideration. First,
from a global point-of-view, Western Europe was peripheral (or as
Fernández-Armesto terms it, one of Eurasia’s “extremities”) to the
main centers of commercial and political power in the Mediterranean,
Indian Ocean, and East Asia.11
Second, Fernández-Armesto encourages his readers to
consider the Crusades from the perspective of those being crusaded
against. “For the Islamic world,” he writes, “the Crusades were
a minor nuisance. Crusaders were few. Their states were small
and mostly short-lived.” Thus, he asks readers to compare the threat
from the Crusaders to the threat from the Seljuk Turks, who — in
terms of the geographical scope of their conquest — come across
more favorably. His final assessment that the “common opinion that
the Crusades demonstrated the growing power of Latin Christendom
seems—at best—exaggerated,” stems from his prior argument that
11 These sections use page numbers from the “Brief” edition of Fernández-Armesto’s, The World, 275, 277-284.
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the eleventh through twelfth centuries were primarily about regional
consolidations of political and economic power within, rather than
among, societies. “There was dynamism in the Western Europe
of the eleventh and twelfth centuries,” he writes, but he urges the
reader to focus on events taking place within Europe (urbanization,
the Gregorian reform) rather than within Jerusalem as the most
relevant for identifying where European medieval history parallels
or diverges from global trends in this era.12
This call to look to Western Europe rather than the European
crusaders offers teachers and students of world history and medieval
history alike much to debate. Ultimately, each reader must decide
whether they have been sufficiently persuaded by FernándezArmesto’s argument about internal expansion being the key to
understanding the early medieval era to consider the Crusades
peripheral to world history. There are implications here not just
for medievalists but for world historians as well. The emphasis on
long-distance cross-cultural interactions and their consequences is
what initially made the Crusades of interest to world historians in
the first place. For U.S. undergraduate students in a world history
survey course, considering the significance of the Crusades from
alternate perspectives—medieval Europe, medieval Islamic Middle
East, and present-day world historical narratives —helps them refine
the critical thinking skills necessary to historical inquiry.
The remaining two phases of Fernández-Armesto’s
coverage of the Middle Ages likewise challenge readers to think
more carefully about where medieval Western European history
intersects with medieval world history. The second phase (ca
1200s CE) examines the cross-cultural benefits of the Pax Mongolia
(Chapter 13), while the third explores regional responses to the
twin crises of the Black Death and the Little Ice Age (Chapter 14).
In these chapters, medieval Europe’s place in the narrative shifts
noticeably. In the discussion of how Mongol imperialism forged a
cultural, economic, and technological ecumene, Europe remains at
the periphery of the story, but greatly benefits from its connections
12 Fernández-Armesto’s, The World, 289, 291.
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to the Middle East, Central Asia and East Asia. By the subsequent
chapter’s discussion of the Black Death, Europe appears as a region
fully integrated into the ensuing narrative of fourteenth century
demographic, economic, and political crisis and response. Access
to technological innovations in paper making, blast furnaces, and
gun powder, as well as to Asian trade goods were the benefits of
Europe’s connection to Asia via Mongol imperialism, susceptibility
to the Black Death the negatives.
The title for chapter thirteen, “The World the Mongols Made,”
serves as an accurate assessment of Fernández-Armesto’s view of
medieval world history. He argues that the creation of transportation,
communication, and commercial links across Eurasia defined the
known world of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and subsequent centuries.
Thus, readers must contend with the following argument:
without the Mongol peace, it is hard to imagine any of the rest of
world history working out as it did, for these were the roads that
carried Chinese ideas and technology westward and opened up
European minds to the vastness of the world. The importance
of the Mongols’ passage through world history does not stop at
the frontiers of their empire. It resonated across Eurasia.13

For students of medieval history the connections between Europe
and the Pax Mongolia offer one potential model for linking European
history and world history via examination of the consequences of
the transportation and trade networks developed during this era.
In addition, Fernández-Armesto’s assertion that Mongol
imperialism pivotally altered the course of world history can be used
to provoke lively debate in undergraduate classroom discussions. In
such discussions, students of medieval history and world history alike
must decide where they think medieval European history parallels,
or diverges from, the broader trends shaping the known world.
Likewise the argument that without the Mongols the rest of world
history would have been quite different requires closer examination
of arguments about the subsequent transformations of Western
Europe in the late medieval and early modern era, particularly the
13 Fernández-Armesto, The World, 336-337.
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region’s increasingly non-peripheral role in world history.
Tracing Interactive Historical Processes in the Medieval World

As the above discussion of Worlds Together, Worlds Apart and

The World: A History illustrates, medieval European history and
world history have multiple overlaps. While textbooks such as
those described in this essay strive towards world-scale, or global,
narratives of historical trends, the most common complaint from
students and teachers alike is daunting amount of information found
within them.
In reality, two visions of what constitutes “World History”
coexist within this field of study. They are best summed up as the
global narrative, and the narrative of global connections. The global
narrative — as exemplified by the world history textbook — seeks
to present a readable narrative of broad trends shaping historical
change and continuity around the world in a given timeframe.
The second model, the narrative of global connections is a more
selective one. Generally, one historical theme or process is used to
illustrate the causes and consequences of long-distance and longterm interactions between parts of the world. For those scholars
and students interested in examining where and when medieval
European history intersects with broader regional or world-scale
historical patterns, this second approach also holds great potential.
To illustrate these possibilities, the remainder of this essay
examines three “big-picture” historical processes shaping the
Middle Ages—migration, trade, and imperial diplomacy. In doing
so, it attempts to begin a dialog between medievalists and world
historians centered on the question of where the European Middle
Ages fit into narratives of contemporaneous world history.
Migration

The best starting place for a world historical perspective on

migration is Dirk Hoerder’s 2002 Cultures in Contact: World
Migrations in the Second Millennium. Although voluminous and
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expensive (approximately eight hundred pages and one hundred
dollars purchased new), a library copy on reserve could be used to
give students access to this essential resource. The Middle Ages are
the focus of the three chapters that examine population movements
within and across seven distinct cultural geographies: Chinese,
Indic, Muslim, Sub-Saharan African, Byzantine-Russian, Latin
Christendom, and a Jewish Diaspora. These civilizational zones are
also often discussed as being linked together via a Judeo-ChristianIslamic Mediterranean world and a Eurasian world. Within these
regional and cultural blocs, medieval Europe is linked within other
parts of the world via economic interests, or in the case of the
Crusades, political, economic, and cultural conflicts.14
There are two ways in which the detailed information on
migration found here could be used by medievalists interested in
world history and world historians interested in the medieval era.
First, the chapters can be broadly read as a chronological narrative
detailing a range of population movements across the civilizational
zones listed above. The second approach (discussed below)
involves focusing in on the sections of these broad narratives that
detail particular medieval European trends. For the first approach
—understanding the broader contours of population movement
trends in the Medieval Era—Chapter Two contains maps illustrating
the range of routes which fostered by the commercially-motivated
migrations of merchants across the Mediterranean and the Sahara,
and across Eurasia via the Silk Roads and the Indian Ocean Maritime
trade networks. These maps prove particularly useful in helping
readers to visualize how Western, Central, and Eastern Europe were
connected to North Africa and Asia via established water- and landbased travel routes. Sections on these commercial migrations, along
with the Mediterranean slave trade, Norman and Viking invasions,
Crusader migrations, and Muslim conquests of the Iberian Peninsula
emphasize the high degree of human mobility shaping cross-cultural
contacts between Eurasia and Africa in the eleventh through thirteenth
centuries. In fact, Hoerder argues that careful attention to the range
14 Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second
Millennium (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 23-25.
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of migrations taking place in the Medieval Era undermines previous
historiographical assumptions about the period. He writes that, “the
medieval and early modern periods, once said to be characterized by
peasants bound to the soil, were in fact high times of mobility.”15
The primary regional examples that Hoerder uses to support
this re-characterization are European ones, particularly from the
mid-fourteenth through late fifteenth centuries. Sections on the
variety of reasons people took to the roads — religious pilgrimages,
employment as mercenaries, seeking employment following the
demographic upheavals of the Black Death, vagabondry — contrast
the perception of a static, unchanging Europe. In doing so, they
encourage students and teachers alike to think about the changing
geographical horizons of medieval Europeans, particularly how they
understood connections between their local communities and the
regional political or cultural boundaries thought to shape individual
identities. This particular focus on European mobility offers a second
potential use for Cultures in Contact, examination of the European
sections with an eye towards assessing where European population
movement trends parallel or diverge from ones taking place in the
Muslim, Indic, or Chinese civilizational zones.
Perhaps the section of the book that would most directly help
students of medieval European history and world history determine
where their interests intersect is Chapter Four, which details the
medieval trend of Latin Christendom’s persecution and expulsion
of religious others including as Jews or Muslims. The expulsions
of Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula, and the emigrations of
Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews throughout continental Europe are
detailed here, along with discussions of the consequences for both
the regions they were forced out of and those where they sought
refuge. The focus on religiously motivated, forced migrations
reinforces Hoerder’s argument about a medieval Europe in motion;
the emphasis on the resulting expansion of the Jewish diaspora helps
readers to think about various parts of Europe (Iberian Peninsula,
Eastern Europe) as being part of a much larger migrant community
15 Hoerder, Cultures in Contact, 59.
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which connected much of the then known world.
Trade

The medieval commercial and migratory networks emphasized by

Hoerder in Cultures in Contact build upon a previous pioneering
work of world history (albeit one written by a Sociologist), Janet
Abu-Lughod’s Before European Hegemony: The World System
A.D. 1250-1350. The title itself may seem to induce fears of an
anti-European perspective and of arguments emphasizing Europe’s
pre-1500 peripheral status merely to contradict “Rise of the West”
style narratives of the early modern era (such as that posited by
Wallerstein’s previous world systems model).16 However, Before
European Hegemony serves as an excellent model for integrating
medieval European history into narratives of medieval world history.
From the mid-thirteenth through mid-fourteenth centuries, AbuLughod explains “an international trade economy was developing
that stretched all the way from northwestern Europe to China; it
involved merchants and producers in an extensive (worldwide) if
narrow network of exchange…furthermore, the trade involved
a wide variety of merchant communities at various points on the
globe.” Abu-Lughod identifies eight overlapping trade circuits—
Northwestern Europe, the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the Middle
East, Central Asia, the Western Indian Ocean, the Eastern Indian
Ocean, and the South China Sea—, which, she argues, benefited
from teconomic and cultural exchanges taking place among them.17
The assertion that there was no single hegemonic power within
16 Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein, World Systems Analysis: An Introduction (Chapel Hill, NC: Duke UP, 2004), and The Modern World System (New
York: Academic Press, 1974).
17 Janet Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony: The World System
A.D. 1250-1350 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 8. The map of the
eight trade circuits can be found on page 35. Hoerder acknowledges Abu-Lughod’s work on pages 27-29 of Cultures in Contact and includes a revised version
of her trade circuits map (with the addition of a trans-Saharan circuit connecting
the Mediterranean and West Africa) on page 29.
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this mid-thirteenth century world system allows world historians
and medievalists alike the freedom to set aside teleological concerns
about later roles which Europe would play in long-distance trade
and imperialism, and instead examine the “international connections
[which] were forged, expanded and strengthened during the course
of the thirteenth century, and describe the roles—cooperative,
conflictual, or symbiotic—the varied participants played in the
ongoing commercial exchanges.”18 Taken on these terms, the
view of medieval Europe offered by Abu-Lughod is one of French
trading fairs, Flemish textile production centers, and Mediterranean
commercial hubs on the Italian peninsula (Genoa and Venice).
These centers receive particular attention because they served as
“meeting grounds for merchants coming from many directions, and
because the non-local trade that formed the basis of their prosperity
circulated among them.”19 Yet, these trading centers where also
linked, albeit more distantly, to three other trading circuits that
overlapped with the European connections to the Mediterranean via
Genoa and Venice. Thus, the fates of Western European merchants
and craftspeople were also influenced by events taking place in the
Eurasian, Middle Eastern and Red Sea trading circuits.
The map of the eight overlapping trading circuits (found on
page 34) is often gushed about by world history survey teachers
as handy visual metaphor for helping undergraduate students think
about how the various geographical and cultural blocs they read
about in their textbooks (Latin Christendom, Islam, Eurasia, the
Indian Ocean Trade Maritime System) actually fit together. Yet
assigning portions of Before European Hegemony (for example, the
“Introduction” which lays out the argument for a thirteenth century
world system, Part I on the “European Subsystem” and either of the
subsequent sections on the Middle Eastern, or Asian areas as a basis
for comparison) or the full monograph to undergraduate students
would sharpen the understanding of both medieval European history
and medieval world history. Assessment of where, how, and why,
18 Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony, 37.
19 Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony, 35 (emphasis original).
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developments in medieval European history fit into the broader
discussion of trade across Eurasia and Africa, helps students gauge
parallels and divergences between the regions connected via the
thirteenth century world system described by Abu-Lughod.
The strength of the thirteenth century world system model for
both medievalists and world historians is that it encourages students
and teachers to think about the way in which processes such as
trade (and corresponding migration of merchants and craftspeople)
broadened the geographical horizons of people living quite far apart.
While the overwhelming majority of individuals being exposed to
new ideas, technologies, and trade goods from other parts of the
world never actually traveled to those places, they did form some
sense (whether accurate or not) of those far-off regions. To build
on this theme of growing medieval European awareness of the
wider world, two types of maps can used to supplement classroom
discussion of Before European Hegemony—a map illustrating the
migration of the Black Death ca 1320s-1350s CE, and the Catalan
Atlas of ca 1375 CE.
Textbook treatments of the Middle Ages consistently follow
narration about the Pax Mongolia with discussion of the arrival of the
plague in Western Asia, the Mediterranean, and Western Europe. But
having students actually trace the mid-fourteenth century, westward
migration of the plague reinforces their understanding of the longdistance commercial networks that held Abu-Lughod’s medieval
world system together. Both Worlds Together, Worlds Apart and
The World: A History contain maps that illustrate medieval land and
maritime trade routes across Eurasia and the corresponding dates
when plague outbreaks occurred throughout Eurasia, North Africa,
and the Indian Ocean. (The map in Worlds Together, Worlds Apart
is more user-friendly, as it has easy-to-follow arrows depicting the
spread of the plague.)20 The benefit of including such a map not only
in a world history course, but also in a course specifically focused
20 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 476-477; Fernández-Armesto, The World: A Brief History, 352-353.
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on medieval history course is twofold. First, students easily can
see how parts of Europe were connected to, and affected by, the
medieval trade system of the known world. Second, examination
of plague routes maps can be used to spark a discussion of both
the positive and negative consequences of participating in such
economic systems.
A second geographical resource, the Catalan Atlas, can also
be used to reinforce the emerging sense of economic and cultural
connections across the known world of the medieval era. Probably
created around 1375 CE on the western Mediterranean island
of Majorca, the map was part of the collection of King Charles
V of France (r. 1364-1380 CE). The atlas includes Eurasia, the
Mediterranean, North Africa, and the Indian Ocean. It also denotes
key cities, trading ports, and even includes depictions of Mali’s ruler
Mansa Musa and a silk roads trade caravan. Currently held by the
Bibliothèque Nationale de France. The library website has nearly fifty
images from the Catalan Atlas at: http://www.bnf.fr/enluminures/
texte/atx2_07.htm. Images range in scale from multi-continental
views (Europe, North Africa, and the Near East) to close-ups of small
cartographic details (Mansa Musa, pearl divers in the Persian Gulf).
The site also contains a brief historical and cartographic overview of
the atlas, which students can use to familiarize themselves with the
resource before they begin examining it.21
There are several ways that the Catalan Atlas can help
students of medieval history and world history better understand
medieval Europe’s place in the economic and cultural relationships
linking the known world. As a primary source (assumed to have
been created by mapmaker Cresques Abraham), the atlas offers a
mid- to late- fourteenth century counterpoint to the trade circuit
maps of Before European Hegemony, migration routes maps of
Cultures in Contact, and the plague routes maps of Worlds Together,
Worlds Apart.
21 Bibliothèque Nationale de France, “The Catalan Atlas” http://www.
bnf.fr/enluminures/texte/atx2_07.htm, accessed December 22, 2008.
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Students can study the map on multiple levels. It can be used
to compare fourteenth-century understandings of world geography
with twenty-first century ones; it can be used to examine European
association of certain trade goods with particular parts of the known
world (gold with sub-Saharan West Africa, pearls with the Red Sea);
it can be read as an attempt to provide essential “up-to-date” travel
and trade route information for Iberian and other European political
powers that seemed tincreasingly curious about East Asia and the
Indian Ocean.22 At all of these analytical levels, students can sharpen
their understandings of the key geographic, political, economic and
cultural relationships linking Europe with North Africa, the Middle
East, the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean, and East Asia.
Imperial Diplomacy

A third possible avenue for examining the overlaps between

medieval European history and medieval world history involves the
mid-thirteenth century diplomatic exchanges taking place between
Latin Christendom and the Mongol khans. The current world
historiographical trend of seeing the Mongol era as promoting
cross-cultural linkages which profoundly transformed Eurasia (as
emphasized in Fernández-Armesto’s The World: A History) requires
students and teachers to assess the long-term consequences of Mongol
imperialism, and (as importantly) the reactions of societies located
around the periphery of the Mongol ecumene, including those in
Western Europe. One potential starting point for an examination of
the Pax Mongolia in medieval history and world history courses is
Jack Weatherford’s highly readable Genghis Khan and the Making
of the Modern World.
22 The background essay on the BN’s website sums up this third perspective: “to the east of the [map’s] well-defined Mediterranean world lie immense regions whose economic importance is clearly understood, but which
remain mysterious and unexplored.” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, “The
Catalan Atlas” http://www.bnf.fr/enluminures/texte/atx2_07.htm, accessed December 22, 2008.
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Weatherford’s description of the significance of the Mongol
era for world history parallels the cross-cultural focus of world
history textbooks. He explains that:
the Mongols deliberately opened the world to new commerce
not only in goods, but also in ideas and knowledge. They
brought German miners to China and Chinese doctors to
Persia…they spread the use of carpets everywhere they went
and transplanted lemons and carrots from Persia to China, as
well as noodles, playing cards, and tea from China to the West.
They brought a metalworker from Paris to build a fountain on
the dry steppes of Mongolia, recruited an English nobleman to
serve as an interpreter in their army, and took the practice of
Chinese fingerprinting to Persia. They financed the building of
Christian Churches in China, Buddhist temples and stupas in
Persia, and Muslim Koranic schools in Russia. The Mongols
swept across the globe as conquerors, but also as civilization’s
unrivaled cultural carriers.23

Such celebration of the long-distance transfers of technology,
culture, cuisine, and human beings no doubt excites world historians
seeking medieval examples of cross-cultural exchanges. Yet students
of medieval European history can also benefit from Weatherford’s
take on the consequences of the Pax Mongolia. Beyond the fleeting
references to German, French, or English occupational migrants,
Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World also contains
descriptions of Latin Christendom’s attempts at diplomatic overtures
to the khanates (launched under the auspices of Pope Innocent IV,
ca 1246-1255 CE). Weatherford details the experiences of two of
Innocent IV’s emissaries—John of Plano Carpini and William of
Rubruck—drawing on the writings of each author to emphasize
Western Christian and Mongol attempts to make sense of each other’s
political agendas and prospective openness to each other’s cultures.
23 Jack Weatherford, Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern
World (New York: Crown Publishers, 2004), xxii-xxiii. For an additional essay
on the role of the Mongols see Timothy May, “The Mongol Empire in World History,” World History Connected 5:2 (May 2008), available at: http://worldhistoryconnected.press.uiuc.edu/5.2/index.html.

Quidditas

167

Weatherford also describes Mongol attempts to achieve diplomatic
relations with Western Europe, including details of Khubilai Khan’s
ambassador Rabban Bar Sawma’s trip west in 1287-1288 CE. 24
These particular sections of Genghis Khan and the Making of
the Modern World offer students of medieval European history and
medieval world history a potential starting point for building a more
robust (and truly Eurasian) history of thirteenth-century diplomatic
relations between Latin Christendom and the Mongol Empire.
Students of both subfields can sharpen their understanding of where
the Christian West fits into medieval world history via analysis of
European reactions to the political and cultural complexities of the
Eurasian ecumene created by the Pax Mongolia.
One way to help them understand the deep cultural gulf
between Western Christian emissaries and the Mongol courts they
traveled to is to have students read John of Plano Carpini’s History
of the Mongols and The Travels of William of Rubruck (whether
in selected excerpts or their entirety). Rubruck’s Travels is more
easily accessible—the Hakluyt Society published a new translation
in 1990, and the Travels are also often excerpted in world history
survey course primary source readers.25 However if library resources
allow access, an older but useful compilation of Franciscan travel
writings, Mission to Asia: narratives and Letters of the Franciscan
Missionaries in Mongolia in China in the thirteenth and Fourteenth
Centuries, is worth seeking out. In addition to John of Plano Carpini
and William of Rubruck’s writings, Mission to Asia also contains
Pope Innocent IV’s papal bulls to be delivered to the khan, and the
24 Weatherford, Genghis Khan, 162-163, 170-175. Weatherford also
incorporates primary evidence from other European chroniclers, including Matthew of Paris, whose mid-thirteenth century references reflected the Mongol’s
reputation for destruction and the alleged association with Satan, see 148-149.
Rabban Bar Sawma’s trip to Western Europe is discussed on 218-220.
25 Peter Jackson, tr., The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: His
Journey to the Court of the Great Khan Möngke, 1253-1255 (London: Hakluyt
Society). For a survey course friendly excerpt see Alfred J. Andrea and James H.
Overfield, eds., The Human Record: Sources of Global History Volume 1, 6th ed.
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2009), 386-390.
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letters of John of Monte Corvino (whom Pope Nicholas sent to China
in response to Rabban Bar Sawma’s arrival in Western Europe).26
Conclusion: Medieval Europe in World History

Closer examination of the overlaps between medieval European and

medieval world history could help students of both subjects better
understand the relationship between the local communities in which
people lived during the eleventh through fifteenth centuries, and the
broader geographic conceptions of the known world of Africa and
Eurasia about which they were becoming increasingly aware. To
help with this examination of the common ground shared by these
two historical specialties, this essay has summarized two models
of world historical narratives that pay explicit attention to the
relationship between Europe and surrounding geographic-cultural
regions including the Mediterranean, the Islamic Caliphate, and the
Mongol khanates.
The first model, the global narrative (exemplified by
world history textbooks) describes parallel economic, political,
or demographic trends, which can be used to link (and compare)
medieval Europe with other parts of the medieval world. These
types of narratives encourage evaluation of events in medieval
European history in relation to a world-scale pattern of increasing
regional trade and political expansion (“overcoming isolation”),
cross-cultural interaction during the Pax Mongolia, and the struggle
to cope with the demographic crisis of the Black Death. The
“paradoxical result” of these transformations—the realization that
the increased interactions of the medieval era reinforced differences
between Europeans and Asians, Christians and Muslims—presents
students of medieval European history, and medieval world history,
grounds for a lively debate.
26 Christopher Dawson, ed., Mission to Asia: narratives and Letters of
the Franciscan Missionaries in Mongolia in China in the thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966). Andrea and Overfield’s
The Human Record also contains an excerpt from the writings of one of John of
Monte Corvino’s assistants, Odoric of Pordenone, see 395-398.
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The second model presents the examination of the ways
in which human migration, or trade, or imperial diplomacy linked
Western Europe to the Mediterranean, Indian Ocean, and East
Asia. This model also offers students of medieval European history
and medieval world history more precise (and potentially fruitful)
avenues for coming up with their own answers to the question “How
does medieval Europe fit into world history?”
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